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Why study social conditions in the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS)? 
 
The Phoenix metropolitan area is growing rapidly and has been since the 1950s. The valley has 
gone from small agricultural town to major metropolitan area over the last 100 years.  The rapid 
growth is expected to continue well into the future.  With this growth, communities and their 
neighborhoods are created and evolve.  Patterns of life then develop within these communities 
which contribute to a sense of place for its residents.  Issues such as mobility, continuity, 
character, inclusion, and maintenance of a sense of place become important aspects to the 
individuals who reside in those communities.  
 
The construction and operation of a major transportation investment like the proposed South 
Mountain Freeway could alter social conditions important to communities’ residents.  The study 
team analyzes potential impacts on communities when the construction and operation of a 
freeway like the proposed South Mountain Freeway could result in consequences both adverse 
and beneficial to those aspects important to communities, neighborhoods, and their residents.   
 
Often, this type of study can be difficult to prepare.  It involves individuals’ opinions and 
preferences as to what is important to them.  It involves an attempt to establish individuals’ 
behaviors in a community.  It involves the community itself and what makes it unique or gives it 
its character; and often, with this matter, communities, particularly those in the Phoenix 
metropolitan valley, are changing rapidly and the study team is challenged to look at the 
communities today and what those communities might look like 25 years from today. 
 
What are the social conditions within the Study Area? 
 
Overall, the social conditions within the study area can be described as dynamic.  The 
southwestern area of the Phoenix metropolitan valley is one of the fastest growing areas in the 
state.  Consequently, those characteristics important to residents (i.e., mobility, continuity, 
character, inclusion, and sense of place) are continuously changing.  The character of the 
communities as they are today will most likely change dramatically over the course of the next 
25 years.  For example, 29 percent of the land use in the Western Section of the Study Area is 
currently agricultural.  However, when looking at what is planned by local zoning ordinances, 
only nine percent is planned for future agricultural uses.  In the Western Section of the Study 
Area, we are seeing a transition from an agricultural-based community to a more contemporary-
residential community characterized by relatively large homes situated on small lots. 
 
Through the Study Area, there are some communities that maintain distinct characteristics, 
these communities are described below. 

• The City of Tolleson, approximately ten miles west of downtown Phoenix was 
incorporated in 1929. Founded in 1912, the city is unique in that it is about six square 
miles; much smaller than other incorporated cities in the valley. With a population of 
approximately 5,500 individuals, Tolleson has a distinct downtown area and maintains a 
family-oriented small town atmosphere. 

• The Laveen Village area, located between the South Mountain and the Salt River, is 
founded in an agricultural heritage. The area has been valued by farmers, equestrians, 
and those looking for mountain access. First homesteaded in the late 19th century, 
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Laveen has a strong farming community identity; over the years an industrial edge has 
developed to that provide local employment. Cotton and alfalfa fields bordered by canals 
and country roads give Laveen a rural sense of character. To the west of the Laveen 
area is the Gila River Indian Community (GRIC), characterized by open space that 
includes views of the Estrella Mountains. 

Laveen’s proximity to central Phoenix is bringing development pressures. The area 
contains largely undeveloped and agricultural property within a ten or twenty minute 
commute to I-10 and downtown Phoenix. Laveen Village is considered a developing 
area. The core of the Village, planned in the vicinity of 59 Avenue and Dobbins Road, 
will provide a blend of employment, commercial, and recreational uses and a 
concentration of community activities.  Laveen today provides a sense of rural 
agricultural community and future planning will attempt to emphasize the importance of 
maintaining its character; however, it is anticipated that development pressures would 
influence its community character over the next 25 years. 

• Santa Maria, is an 80-acre unincorporated townsite ‘island.’  Established in the early 
1900s, the townsite sits on a slightly raised ridge unsuitable for farming at that time, but 
ideal for residences. The original homestead was issued in January 1916 under the 
authority of the U.S. Homestead Act of 1862. In the early 1940s, Mexican immigrants 
working on farms in the area established a fairly substantial makeshift tent community on 
the land.  In August 1944, the property owner conducted land survey for subdivision into 
62 parcels for the immigrants to purchase and in February 1945, the Santa Marie 
Townsite became official.  

From 1945 to today, the townsite of Santa Maria has thrived as a rural Hispanic 
community. Many of the original founding families maintain a strong presence within the 
community.  The original 62 parcels have now been further subdivided into 137 parcels. 
A Roman Catholic Mission Church was built in the townsite in 1973 as part of the 
Cashion Parish.  Today, the community retains a strong sense of its rural character with 
its collage of predominately vernacular architecture, narrow streets built flush to grade 
(no sidewalks), and above ground utilities. 

• The Ahwatukee Foothills Village is bounded by I-10 to the east, South Mountain to the 
north and the GRIC to the west and south (Pecos Road – the 1988 approved alignment 
for the South Mountain Freeway- separates the village from the GRIC). In a way, the 
area could be considered ‘one large cul-de-sac.’  Unlike the areas in the Western 
Section of the Study Area, much of Ahwatukee is developed; vacant, undeveloped land 
is relatively rare.  It is distinct in its character in that it is composed of more 
contemporary master-planned communities with desert landscaping, golf courses and 
lakes. The adjacent South Mountain Park/Preserve provides opportunities for hiking, 
biking, and jogging.  Because Ahwatukee is nearly fully developed, communities were 
master-planned, and because of its geographical and artificial boundaries, its character 
could be considered as more modern, unified, and ‘upscale’. 
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